Augsburg University

Idun
Theses and Graduate Projects
2015

Student Perceptions of Their Educational Experience
Enitan O. Yarbrough
Augsburg College

Follow this and additional works at: https://idun.augsburg.edu/etd

Recommended Citation
Yarbrough, Enitan O., "Student Perceptions of Their Educational Experience" (2015). Theses and Graduate
Projects. 1338.
https://idun.augsburg.edu/etd/1338

This Open Access Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by Idun. It has been accepted for inclusion in
Theses and Graduate Projects by an authorized administrator of Idun. For more information, please contact
bloomber@augsburg.edu.

Running head: STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF EDUCATIONAL EXPERIENCE

Srudent Perceptions of Their Educational Experience

Enitan O. Yarbrough

fuetbrrgCdleoc

r..
rrttnespofiq

Undell Lbrtry-

fitil ES4S1

Submitted in partial fulfillment of the
Requirements for the degree

of

Masters of Arts in Education

Augsburg College
Minneapolis, Minnesota

20ts

I ll,e,ele

t*-t h*,*3h
!-*'\ 6

STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF EDUCATIONAL EXPERIENCE
Master of Arts in Education

Augsburg College
Minneapolis, Minnesota

CERTIFICATE OF APPROVAL

This is to certify that the Action Research Project of
Enitan O. Yarbroush
has been approved by the Review Committee, and

fulfills requirement for the

Master of Arts in Education degree.

t D I,ct*-/

Date of Symposlum:

)otf

Date Completed:

Committee:

Advisor:

Dr. Susan O'Connor

Reader:

Elizabeth Mads

Ankeny

ll

STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF EDUCATIONAL EXPERIENCE

111

Acknowledgements

First and foremost, I would like to offer my sincere and humble
appreciation to my advisor, Susan O'Connor for her years of unwavenng
encouragement throughout this process. Without her years of guidance and
support this paper simply would not have been written. She reminded me of who I
was when I often let the never-ending demands of life distract me,

I must also extend my admiration to Jocelyn M. Lovick who has served
an advisor, teacher and student throughout this

difficult process,

as

She has served as

my sounding board to challenge myself personally and professionally. I am so
forever grateful that our paths have crossed.

I also want to thank my co-workers, Onika Miller, Fredrick Quiggle,
Gbemisola Saunders, David Winkler-Morey and Cornelius Bishop for serving as
a refuge

for exercising my ideas and encouraging me to continue to challenge the

institute of education.

I want to also personally thank Vicki Olson for believing in me one more
time, even though I gave her little reason to do so.

And lastly, I want to thank Elizabeth Ankeny for her thoughtful insight
and critical critiquing in order for me to better merge my ideas and my writing.

STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF EDUCATIONAL EXPERIENCE

lv

Abstract
The purpose of this qualitative sfudy was to understand the ways in which
sfudents of color perceive their schooling. This study focused specifically on the

experiences of students of color enrolled in special education and aimed to
explore the degree to which these particular students are affected by the dominant
ideologies pervasive within the field of education and the influence of larger
social, political and economic systems. This case study was conducted with three
students who received special education services in a public middle school in a

large urban district in the Midwest. Data was gathered through observations, field
notes, as well as student interviews. Data was collected with the intent to qualifii

students' views and experiences in special education. These experiences included,
but were not limited to, the ways in which they understood their educational
setting and mandatory curriculum, as well how they perceived their placement in
special education and the purpose and outcome of their schooling. The results
indicated that the student participants internalized the exclusivity and suggested
inadequacies inherent in their special education setting and concluded that the
prescribed curriculum was oppressive and limiting.
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Student Perceptions of Their Educational Experience

Introduction
As long as I can remember, I have been fascinated by the operations of our
social world. I recall as a child often annoying my motherwith questions: What

would happen if? Do you think it's possible to? How come when? Who do you
think? For a child, these questions seem like commonplace. However, I
understand my experience to be very different than my peers as a child. I used this

information in an attempt to create my own beliefs. I wanted to actively and
consciously create a social world for myself independent of social roles and
expectations. My social surroundings were the perfect place for me to experiment
and gather information.

Internally and externally I viewed myself to be very different than my
peers. I don't know

if

these feelings were vastly different than a typical child.

However, I do know that growing up in poverty greatly supported my feelings
that I was indeed different than those with whom I shared a classroom. As I

reflect upon my childhood, I equate it to a person being taken from their native
culture and being placed in a different country and left to learn the rules of this
new environment in hopes of advancing themselves. I'11 explain. I was a child

born in North Minneapolis. After troubles with my father, ffiy mother had decided
to move she, my brother and I to Prior Lake, a distant suburb,40 minutes
southwest of Minneapolis with a population of about 7,000. It was there, at age 5
where I entered kindergarten and began my own schooling.

STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF EDUCATIONAL EXPERIEI{CE

2

I was extremely aware that I was not like the others. I was Black when
outside of my family, no one in my community and in my classroom was. I was
conscious of being poor when I knew my classmates were not. I grew-up
fatherless when residing in a nuclear family was the norm.

At the time, I didn't

have memory of ever seeing my father. My mother was born and raised in

Mississippi. She moved to Minneapolis in her early 20's and with her she brought
a strong Black, matriarchal, authoritative parenting style which further reinforced

my differences. I was raised Jehovah's Witness, when others were not. Our family
did not acknowledge, nor celebrate our birthdays and holidays during a time when
the entire school threw holiday parties, filling the halls and classrooms with
decorations to honor the respective holiday. I also struggled in school.
Understanding myself to be an outsider in many other aspects supported my belief
that I was the only one that found school particularly difficult. I now know that
could not have been the case. So there I was in the 80s; a poor, Black, fatherless,
Jehovah' Witness boy who found school a placed filled with academic and social
challenges. School was where my desire to perceive, interpret, create and derive
meaning of my social world was put into overdrive. I was in a constant attempt to
examine how my unique mental disposition and set of distinct social
characteristics contrasted with what the middle class consciously, unconsciously
and subconsciously understood to be true, expected, fair and normal. For thirteen
years I tried to make sense, manage and possibly achieve in the classroom as an

outsider.
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The manifestations of individual' s abilities, disabilities, strengths,
weaknesses, successes or failures are mostly determined by perceptions of the

ruling class. While some societal norrns and values change over time, there are
others that solidify as years pass. In the western world, there has been increased
emphasis on working independently, material consumption and obtaining a formal

education. At birth a child's social conditioning takes root. They are making
meaning of objects, language and people, while ascribing value to these entities.
Generally speaking, the value of these entities held by u child will reflect that
value system of the local and broader community. As children enter grade school,
they have spent five to six years being conditioned to accept or reject what their
social world has deemed essential. If a person's social conditioning can be viewed
as an education, so must be the social

conditioning of a student to their formal

education. These are the general principles that will guide this project.

Through a child's social conditioning, how might the increased emphasis
on attaining a formal education affect the way they perceive its level

of

importance? How might their internalizedperceived academic strengths and
weaknesses clash or agree with social and academic expectations of the
classroom? What are the consequences for a student who rejects or accepts the

values of their formal education? What is often missing from the common
narrative on the topic of student achievement is how the institution of education is
subjective; in establishment and operation. If you accept this notion then you must
accept that a student's perception of their learning environment and experiences is
a response

to the establishment and operation of it,
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The topic of the achievement gap and student failure is often stated as
though the education system is an objective entity. What this project

will attempt

to examine is how students extract knowledge and meaning from their day-to-day
interactions with peers and school staff to support their overall perception of their
social and academic self. As touched on earlier, this sfudy will explore to what
extent does the institution of education affect student's perceptions of the social
academic self and their motivation and effort to succeed within it? The interaction
between teacher and students doesn't operate in isolation and independently of
social, economic and political influence. All human interaction is dependent and
influenced by a much boarder historical, political and socio-economic context.

If

there is to be a relationship between a sfudent's educational experience,

perception and behavior and their achievement and or failure, then exploring the
educational system, from its socio-economical and political influences can

provide great insight. Though, levels of perceived disparify of academic
achievement have persisted since the conception of the education system, the gap

only continues to widen as students become increasingly diverse. How might
these group members perceive their academic environment differently than those

group members who have historically found social and academic success inside
the school walls? Within these disparities is the glaring theme of the
overrepresentation of students of color experiencing school failure. By far,
students of color are more likely than their white counterparts to be labeled as

having a learning disability or emotionalfoehavioral disorder (Ladner &
Hammons, 2001). African American students are disciplined more often than
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White students. Disciplinary actions often take the form of out-of-school
suspensions or involve police. Out-of-school suspensions lead to students falling

behind academically, which increases the achievement gap (Rossi & Golab,
2010). School systematically adopting zero-tolerance policies by criminalizing
student misbehavior functions as a channel which lead students to prison (Kim,

Losen & Hewitt, 2010).

Many sfudies have shown how students' perceptions of their educational
experience impact their social and economic future. According to the Wall Street
Journal, more than half of adult dropout above age 25 are unemployed.
Furthermore, students who dropout of high school often suffer from lower selfesteem as a result, are more likely to be on welfare and cost the U.S more than

$260 billion lost wages, tax revenue and productivity over their lifetime (Adair,

V.C., 2001). The term, "achievement gap" has been heavily documented. As
previously discussed, gaps in achievement have been examined since the 1930's. I

find the discussion around achievement gap to serve

as a decoy

from examining

the real problem in education and executing effective resolutions. First, there is no

societal collective definition of academic success. Is success defined by grade

point average, meeting grade level standards, graduation or entering and
completing college? However, there does seem to be cohesion amongst
policymakers. That agreement comes in the form of standardized testing. Since
2002, with the implementation of the No Child Left Behind Act, mandating

testing for all 50 states, standardized testing has dramatically soared. While
supporters of standardrzed testing argue that it is fair and objective and ensures
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schools and teachers accountability to taxpayers, opponents site the complete

opposite. In addition, opponent dispute this form of testing by stating it promotes

lower level thinking, has adverse affect of low-income, minority and special
education students, narrows curriculum and promotes a deficit ideology among
school personnel towards students
For the sake of this study, we'lI define achievement as a students' ability
to foster and maintain positive peer and teacher relationships. Success and
achievement

will

also include a students' ability to track and complete

assignments, resulting at the minimum of a C level grade.

I believe human beings often do what they know. Our behaviors reveal our

individual and collective consciousness and if completely revamping our
educational system towards delivering an equitable education for all students is

currently out of our grasp then teaching students the real and true function of our
educational system seems like the most compassionate undertaking parents,
teachers and administrators can do instead.

As a society, we create what we want, as well as what we don't want. The
term "Achievement Gap" and all other terms to charactertze student failure fall
under the same premise. What this project will attempt to do is explore how the
emphasis on standardization, the organizing of ideas and the converging

of

knowledge leads to an "Achievement Gap", where sfudents are left to either
succeed or fail. It has been determined by school officials that the participants in

this sfudy possess an educational disability. In context of this project, they
serve as symbols of this perceived Achievement Gap.They are the

will

living and

STUDENT PERCEPTIOI{S OF EDUCATIONAL EXPERIENCE
breathing data and their stories

will

shed light on the inherent problem of the U.S

educational system and as the solution to the problem rather than the problem

itself.
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Literature Review
In

1954, the United States Supreme Court made a landmark ruling that

held within its premise, the promise to equalize educational opportunities for

African Americans and all students of color by legally bannin g de jure
segregation on the basis of race in the public schools. Declaring the previous legal

doctrine, "separate but equal", as unconstitutional and in breach of the Fourteenth
Amendment, Brown vs. Board of Education proved momentous for the Civil
Rights Movement and initiated educational reform throughout the United States.

Yet still today, 60 years after the Brown vs. Board of Education dectsion was
passed, one of the most widely discussed issues around education and reform

continues to center on the racial disparities in our schools. The present narrative
around this issue, however, reflects a shift in paradigm in the way we collectively
conceptualize, frame and address racialized discrepancies in education. Today, we
frame the racial disparities in U.S. schools in terms of "academic achievement",
whereby we analyze quantitative data and highlight the lower academic
performances of black and brown students as compared to their white
counterparts (Love,2004).We, in turn, frame this issue as black and brown

students'failure to perform to predetermined standards systematizedto be
synonymous with the level of white sfudents, and we term this the "achievement
gap".
The achievement gap is referred to by many as the greatest civil rights
issue of our time.

It is the subject of widespread research and debate and the

impetus for federally mandated education reform and a host of "gap closing"
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intervention programs and initiatives. The achievement Eap, a term introduced in
the 1960s and systematically reinforced and made prevalent by popularly
accepted discourse, presently and popularly refers to the racial discrepancies in
assessment scores

from state standardized tests, federally mandated by the

l.-lo

Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act (2001) (Vinovskis, 1999). Racially disaggregated
data trends that emerge from these high-stakes tests serve in the construction

of

achievement paradigms, which define "success", "achievement" and,
consequentially, "failure" for individual students, schools and districts alike. The
various consequences for not performing adequately (as determined by NCLB) to
pre-established standards are severe for all parties involved and have resulted in
numerous academic initiatives and educational reform, including compulsory
state- standards and

curriculum standard rzation,

The data driven practices and philosophy of standardization demonstrate
misguided motivation to create and implement strategies to lessen the '\acialized
achievement gap" based on a legislative need or threat to meet federal demands
rather than a moral and civic commitment to equity and social justice. And though
sometimes framed as a civil rights issue and widely addressed at all legislative
and educational administrative levels, there is little reference or suggestion made

within the current popular paradigm that identifies and challenges the embedded
strucfural and institutional inequities in the system; such as the case with Brown
vs.

Board. Furthermore, the "framing" and narrative that emerge as part of the

current popular paradigm, and the reform initiates that ensue, demonstrate in their
ideologies allegiance to the current economic, political and social order and
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pervasive culfural hegemony, systems that are to blame for the original creation

of

vast social inequities (Sleeter, 2005). Failure to critically examine the politics
race and education in relation to dominant ideology and existing strucfures

of

of

wealth, power and economic, social and educational opporfunities only perpefuate
inequitable outcomes. The ways in which U.S. society frames student academic
success and the solution-efforts created

within the current cognitive frameworks

serve to compound the problem for students of color as they fail to centralize in

their approach the prevailing intersection of race, power and policy as manifested
in U.S. education (Zeonardo, 2004). I argue that a cognitive framework founded
in racial equity and critical pedagogy, with an emphasis on a Critical Race Theory
(CRT) analysis, which is predicated upon a "commitment to social justice, racial
emancipation and societal transformatior", is unique in approach and outcome
and is imperative in creating truly equitable education for all students (Fern indez,

2002). For that reason, I begin this review of literature with alternative
scholarship on "Whiteness" and a critical race theory analysis to explore the
achievement gap, standardized curriculum and the construction of "official

knowledge" in relation to educational reform and social justice, all of which are
intricately woven. I then provide contrast by examining literature on traditional
educational reform movements and popular responses to racial disparities in U.S.
schools.

I identiff and examine the "framing" of the achievement gap

as

well

as

the various cognitive orientations, achievement paradigms and proposed strategies
and solutions aimed at "closing the gap". In so,

I examine and highlight the lack

of equity and the inherent inadequacies in the current popular approaches,
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responses and cognitive frameworks, which virtuaily monopolize research and

solution-efforts within the field of education.

Critical Race Theory in Education: Examining Whiteness, the achievement
gap, Standardized Curriculum and Knowledge construction

Historically, whenever the topic of race is discussed, such

as the case

within discourse around the achievement gap, the focus and subject of discussion
are most often centered on people

of color (Gillborn, 2005). The inherent problem

with this approach is that it dismisses the concept of race

as being predicated upon

the invention of "Whiteness" (Apple, 2004). The historical, social, cultural,

political and economic implications and outcomes of race in the western world are
solely dependent on the creation and perpetuation of Whiteness (Parker, Deyhle
and Villenas, 1999).

If

there are to be racialized categorizes, such as the case with

the data that drives discourse around the achievement gap, then the idea

of

Whiteness and the inherent privileges that come along with it must not continue to
go unobserved. Apple ( 1999) argues that without placing race and whiteness at
the center of analysis,

it is not possible to "fully understand the history, the

current status, and the multiple effects of current educational policy" (p.9). In
deepening our understanding about Whiteness, we must note that Whiteness and
its advantages are perpetuated generationally. To study Whiteness means to
examine the racialized practices that created, perpefuated and continue to sustain
its existence and function and which result in the continued marginalization and
disadvantageous situations of people of color in all U.S. institutions (Blaisdell,

2006).

nnrbrrg
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Whiteness, as a socially constructed phenomenon, has been intricately

woven deep within the fabrics of U.S. historical, sccial, cultural, political and
economic systems and institutions. It is not only pervasive in the instifution

of

education, but serves as the mode through which it operates, and operates with the

intention of remaining invisible (Blaisdell, 2006). Efforts that support dominant
white ideology and hegemonic narratives of "objectivity, meritocracy, colorblindness, race neutralify and equal opportunity" (Sol6rzano and Yosso, 2002, p.
2B) privilege whites and perpefuate racialized inequities and racial disparities in

education. To refrain from acknowledging the existence of Whiteness as a

socially constructed race with real implications for whites and people of color
alike, adversely affects students of color (Apple, 2002,2004;Blaisdell,2006).

Allowing Whiteness to operate unnoticed presumes it to be normal and creates a
hegemonic system of standards by which all people are compared. Furthefinore,

within the context of education, permitting Whiteness to maneuver silently only
produces continued educational inequity, social and economic oppression and the

reinforcement of institutional racism.
In her essay, "Brown Plus 50 Counter-Storytelling", Love (2004) offers

a

Critical Race Theory (CRT) analysis to explore and critique the current ideology
that characterizes discourse around the racial achievement gap. She frames her
understanding of this discussion as the "latest incarnation of the 'white

intellectual superiority/African American intellectual inferiority' notion that is the
mainstay of 'majoritarian storytelling' in U.S. culture" (p.229) and discusses the
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effect of normalizing Whiteness as silencing the realities experienced by people
not belonging to the dominant group.

Love introduces her article by defining CRT and majoritarian storytelling
as

it relates to the achievement gap and greater educational dispositions. Love

explains CRT as a "race-based form of oppositional scholarship that was
developed. . ..because of the perceived failure of traditional civil rights litigation to
produce racial reform that could change the subordinated status of people of color

in U.S. society" (p. 39). CRT, as applied to educational theorization, seeks to
disempower race as a determining and predictive factor of academic achievement
and

life outcome (Love, 2004, p. 228).
Love posits the U.S. educational school system and the achievement gap

as examples of majoritarian storytelling, where descriptions of situations and

events are defined by those belonging to dominant groups and reflect the values
and beliefs that

justify their position in society. "Specific tools"

are

illustrated

as

necessary in constructing majoritarian stories in order to make invisible

manifestations of Whiteness, such as white privilege and structural and

institutional racism, and which enable these said stories to "appear as normal,
nafural, and ordinary (Love, 2004)." In her explanation of the various

implications of these "tools", Love addresses much of the deficit thinking
foundations that will be highlighted in future referenced literature. Ideas of

"othering", making norrnal and universal experiences of the dominant group thus
assuming it to be best and true for all, myths of schooling as neutral and

apolitical, meritocracy, colorblindness, and myth of equal access all serve

as
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example of tools that, when understood in the context of the achievement gap
discourse, have serious consequences on the emotional, social and intellecfual

well being of students of color.
Love furthers her analysis by offering a counter-story as a method of

giving voice to the perspectives of those who have been historically marginalized
and whose stories are never included in dominant discourse (Love, 2004). Besides

telling stories from those left out of majoritarian storytelling, counter-storytelling
helps to expose racial and class privilege, uncover assumptions made by dominant
groups, and undoes ethnocentrism and the "dysconscious conviction of viewing
the world in one way" (Dixson and Rousseau, 2006, p.45), and is able to do so
because

it places race at the center of examination (Love,2004).

In her article, Love (2004) provides a counter-story of African American
educational struggles and academic achievement. Present in her story are

historical figures, including Miles Leach, Thurgood Marshall, Asa Hillard and
Derrick Bell. The story is organtzed as a forum on the achievement gap in which
present parties discuss and dissect the origins of the achievement gap. The

participants in Love's created forum assure that the achievement gap discussion is
the "latest effort to organtze data in support of the ideology of white supremacy
and understand they experienced a society deliberately structured to deny to them

the entitlements, privileges and opportunities for participation that are available to

white people" (Love, 2004, p. 2a5). Her participants come to a consensus that in
order for African American students of color to be afforded opporfunity for true
academic achievement a few key principles need to occur: "teachers must be
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aware of the ractahzed perceptions of themselves and their students, teachers must
be aware of the raciahzed assessment of sfudents, and they must examine the

impact of internalized racism has on their interactions, attitudes, and expectations
of others and of themselves." (Love, 2004 , p. 245)

Love's counter-story is unique in its approach to understanding the
achievement gap. She offers up an equitable framework for orientation, discourse
and solution with regard to the ractalized disparities in U.S. schools and does so

by centering race as the lens through which to deconstruct common narrative and
reconstruct with intent to restore social justice.

Promoting the current social order: Power structures, ideology, and
standards. The standards-based reform movements that produce today's
standardtzed curricula are not new in theory, but rather trace their foundations to
the early twentieth century when the purpose of education, as collectively

conceptualized by curriculum theorists, was to produce workers essential for the

functioning of a capitalist society (Sleeter, 2005). Though the national discourse
around the current purpose of schooling suggests a shift in paradigm from
understanding schools, as Ellwood Cubberley described in 1916, as "factories in

which the raw products (children) are shaped and fashioned into products to meet
the various demands...of twentieth-century civihzation", Sleeter (2005, p. 15)
argues that the ever-increasing standardtzation of curriculum today demonstrates

this continued purpose. Sleeter offers evidence of this and states that scientifically
organized objectives, benchmarks and assessments are "derived from social and
economic needs" rather than for social improvement, which is the main purpose
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of curriculum as defined by multicultural and educational equity movements
(Sleeter, 2002, p.16, p.19; Sleeter, 2005, p. 17).
Sleeter (2002,2005) describes the racial and class disparities imbedded in
standards-based curriculurn and states that standards serve as a new form

of

hegemony that promote a dominant ideology by discounting the scholarship about

historically marginalized groups and attempt to build stuclents' allegiance to the
existing social order (VasquezHeihg, Brown and Brown,2012 as cited in Sleeter,

2002).In their article, The lllusion of Inclusion: A Criticol Race Theory Textual
Analysis of Race and Standards, which describes a study that looks at the Texas
state standards (Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills) as a sample to understand

the current trends in national educational reform as related to racial equity,
Vasquez Heilig, Brown and Brown (2012) draw from Critical Race Theory to
examine proposed theory of NCLB that declared that standards-based reform

would create more equitable opporfunities for learning and reduce the margins of
academic achievement between students of color and their white counter parts.
Vasquez Heilig, Brown and Brown contend that despite political attempts to
construct "neoconservative restoration" with a proclaimed purpose that seeks to
promote racial justice, standards-based reform remains problematic because of its

political and ideological agenda that does not account for the concrete ways
knowledge is constructed in order to serve the interests of the ruling classes and
maintain the current order (2012).

In a 2002 study of California Social Science standardized curriculum,
Sleeter (2002) examines prescribed U.S. History textbooks and concludes that

l7
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when inclusive of the histories and experiences of people of color and people

from low-income families (which was statistically and significantly less than
white and middle class people), these histories and experiences were inferiorly
positioned in reference to dominant culture (Sleeter, 2002).
Sleeter (2002) explains the problem with the social construction

of

traditional education theory and knowledge, as propagated in standards and
related curriculum, by highlighting that researchers, authors and publishers of
standardized curriculum and the large majority of teachers that teach the

curriculum belong to dominant social groups and have a "long history of
producing "knowledge" about oppressed groups that legitimates their
subordination (p.15).
Vasquez Heilig, Brown and Brown (2012) highlight similar problems in

their study of eleventh-grade U.S. history social studies standards. They point out
the feeble attempts to address the history of African Americans, Latinos, Natives
and Asian Americans and agree with Sleeter that these attempts center on and

praise U.S. dominant culture and the policies and actions that dominated people

of

color without offering space for students to challenge this perspective or the
unjust and racist practices carried out by U.S. government.

In studies outlined in her book, Un-Standardizing Curriculum:

Multicultural Teaching in the Standards-Based Classroo,m, Sleeter (2005) also
explores knowledge as socially constructed and questions what society, and more

specifically teachers, accept as "official knowledge". Sleeter argues for

a

multicultural approach to teaching, which conflicts with the homogenous

STUDEI{T PERCEPTIOI{S OF EDUCATIONAL EXPERIEI{CE
curriculum promoted by the blind acceptance of an "official knowledge"
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as

produced by standards-based reform movement. Sleeter (2005) furthers this
argument stating that the use of standards-based reform as a way to eliminate

inequity has resulted in homogenizing the curriculum, even while classrooms in
the U.S. have become more diverse (p.6)" It is this homogenizingof the

curriculum and the refusal to challenge dominant ideology's impact on students of

color's educational experience that continues to perpetuate both educational
disparities between students of color and white students as well as students.

Framing the achievement gap: Examining Diverse Paradigms.
Coupled with the common popular discourse around the racial
'achievement gap' are diverse, bipartisan, solution-efforts offered by educators,
researchers, politicians and a myriad of other institutions and organizations that

attempt to minimahze the margins of academic achievement that separate students

of color from their white classmates. Though members of these institutions and
organizations differ in their cognitive orientation and dispute various strategies to

'closing the gap', few resist or even challenge the cofltmon narrative and
collective conceptualization of the achievement gap, failing to consider and

critically examine the historical roots, social constructions, sustained maintenance
and deeper inherent racial implications of these disparities. Failure to

acknowledge and understand the existence and implications of our current and

historical sociopolitical and economic spheres as necessary for the existence of
such racial discrepancies in the U.S. educational system compounds the issue and
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renders futile any attempts to secure equitable access to qualify education for
students of color.

Throughout the theorization and practice involved in efforts aimed at
hypothesizing, analyzing and closing the "achievement gap", few overarching
paradigms have emerged that serve as lenses through which to examine and
address the problem of sustained, widespread, and racialized disparities in U.S.

schools. These paradigms, which can be categorized into three ideological frames:

deficit; diversity and oppositional (which was explored above); lie in contrast to
one another and differ significantly in their cognitive orientation, discourse and

proposed solutions. Understanding the theories and dispositions behind these
paradigms serves to provide an avenue for critical pedagogical and social justice
analysis.

Deficit ideology paradigm. In an article addressed to school
administrators, policy analyst, Craig Jerald and director of the Education Trust,

Kati Haycock, demonstrate this type of disposition in their article, "Closing the

Gap." Written the summer afterthe

passage of the

NCLB Act, Jerald and

Haycock introduce their article by advising district leaders to act with urgency in
taking actions to meet the new demands of the legislation which "redefines what

it takes to be a successful school system" (Jerald & Haycock, 2002).
Throughout the article Jerald and Haycock use a problematic tone in their
message to schools, warning them of the burden to prove (through standardized
test scores) the ability to successfully teach all kinds of students (Jerald, Haycock,

2002). This is especially evident when the article attempt to provide hope for
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schools with "concentrations of poor, African American and Latino Students"

sympathtzing with schools in understanding that the new demands established by

NCLB legislation will feel unfair (Jerald and Haycock, 2002). The article states
"what schools do does matter" and it "is not just poverty of family background
that determines sfudent achievement" (Jerald, Haycock ,2002, p.17).

In their outline of productive steps for moving forward, Jerald and
Haycock name five fronts, the Bully Pulpit, Standards, Curriculum, Time and
Teachers, as vantage points for getting a leg up on and staying ahead of the curve

to lesson discrepancies between demographics (Jerald, Haycock ,2002). They
explain these steps as taking responsibility as a school for the achievement of all
students, using the standards as guides, creating high expectations by

implementing rigorous curricula, highlighting students who need extra
instructional time, and assigning the best teachers to the most struggling schools
(Jerald, Haycock,2002). Jerald and Haycock's suggestions are not unique given
the common narrative around closing the achievement gap and they sum them up

by explaining that none of the steps constifute a magic formula but rather "pure
and simple.

.

.

good education"(Jerald, Haycock, Z00Z).

It is interesting to follow the arguments presented by Jerald and Haycock
as they

transition from warning schools about the challenges presented to them to

assuring administrators that it can be done and that it just comes down to
executing a "common sense agenda" (Jerald & Hayco ck,2002). The
conceptualization and common discourse of the 'achievement EZp', in which
focus is placed on deficiencies existing within the presumed culture of students

of
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color as they are compared to their white counterparts, often places great
emphasis on schools to be responsible for and heroic in their efforts to be able to
educate the black and brown child, The language used in "Closing the Gap"
presents the education of the student of color as a burden; a difficult challenge but

"possible", and it does so because the orientation, discourse and strategies are aLI
data driven and motivated by a legislative push rather than a true commitment to

creating equitable education for all which is a moral and societal responsibility.
Coupled with the growing national and global attention to the achievement
EaP, are

specialized-school reading initiatives that aim at providing extra support

for students that score low on state standardized assessments. In their article, "The
Impact of Summer Setback on The Reading Achievement Gap", Professors of
Education, Allington and McGill-Franzen, offer the "phenomenon"

of

'summer

reading setback' as a focal point for why there continues to be a gap in reading
test scores, and offer recommendations for reform that specifically address what

they identiff as a "serious problem" (Allington, McGill-Franzen, 2003). Allington
and McGill-Franzen approach this 'problem' through a socioeconomic lens

framing their approach around the "rich/poor reading achievement gap".
Their explanation of summer reading setback, highlights that 'poor

children' return from summer vacation with greater diminished reading skills than
those experienced by more economically advantaged students (Allington,

McGill-

Franzen, 2003). They bring up several factors that might explain the discrepancy

in setback. These factors include focus on low-income children's lack of access to
books outside of school, lack of motivation and volition, low sense of self-
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efficacy, and lack of level-appropriate reading materials inside of school. Out of
these factors, Allington and McGill-Franzen, offer up two broad principles from

which they urge reform efforts be made: "volume of reading is important in the
development of reading proficiency" and "Children must have easy access to
books that provide engaging, successful reading experiences throughout the
calendar year. In their explanation of these two principles, Allington and

McGill-

Franzen conclude their argument by stating that reform efforts to narrowing the

achievement gap must be designed so that educators, researchers and policy
makers ensure that every poor student has continued access to appropriate books
that interest them.

With standardrzed testing, which focuses largely on reading skills, serving
as one

of the most important measures by which we assess student achievement

and in turn define the achievement gap and considering the popular framework

of

"blame the victim" (which holds disinfranchized communities responsible for the
inequities of an inequitable system) that is rampant in common narratives around

racial and class discrepancies in 'academic achievement', it is not surprising to

find "close the gap" initiates that focus on a 'time on task' approach. Allington
and McGill-Franzen's argument is not unpopular throughout this discourse but is

troublingly misguided and incomplete and can be categorized

as rooted

in

a

defi cit-thinking paradigm.

Nowhere in the Allington and McGill-Franzen analysis is there mention of
the class lrace connection and systemic structures that might contribute to even the

factors they identify as affecting the "gap". And when talking about the
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'achievement gap' in the United States, though there are indeed multiple ways to
defirte it, race must never be removed from the equation, for the connection
between race and class are inseparable (Gorski,2010). Allington and McGillFranzen's recommendation for reform is rooted in deficit ideology and "culrure

of

poverfy" thinking, where the problem is centralized to belonging to those that do
not meet the standards created and maintained by the dominant group (Gorski,
2010). Maintaining these types of dispositions only serve to, superficially at best,
address symptoms of supremacist ideology and hold within them no hope

of

providing truly equitable access to education.
In his chapter, "Unlearning Deficit Ideology and the Scornful Gaze:
Thoughts on Authenticating the Class Discourse in Education," Paul C. Gorski,

highlights the dangers in adopting deficit perspectives when engaging with
students. He frames his argument on deficit ideology as it relates to race and class,

contending that the most devastating manifestation resulting from deficit ideology
occurs when ethnocentric ideologies of "whiteness" are internalized and

popularized stereotyped perceptions of the lower economic class as "other" result
in equating perceptions of "different from me" with "deficit" (Gorski, 2010).
Gorski argues that despite the overwhelming amount of research that
understands the deficit paradigm as furthering social injustice and inequity in

American schools, deficit thinking perspectives held by educators towards their
students serve as repressive dispositions and represent perpetually damaging

ideologies within the greater sociopolitical context (Gorski, 2010).
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Gorski states frustration with a focus on individual deficit perspectives due
to its inability in nature to challenge those larger underlining ideologies and social
conditions embedded within all U.S. institutions (Gorski,2Ol0). Gorski
consistently speaks to the importance of "battling white supremacist ideology"
and its emergence in systems of racism, class inequality and various forms

of

sociopolitical and economic injustices. He argues that any efforts made outside of
this examination merely address symptoms and have an inherent ineffectiveness

in dismantling systems that perpetuate educational inequalities (2010).
Through much of his chapter, and continuing with the examination of

deficit ideology as it relates to larger socializations and sociopolitical and
economic inequities, Gorski highlights the work by Ruby Payne, specifically

bringing into critical focus her "decade-long dominance of class and poverty
discourse in education" (p. 18) which can most easily be seen in her book

I

Frameworkfor (Jnderstanding Poverty (Payne,2005). Gorski's praise for Payne
only extends long enough to recognize her as a "brilliant businesswomen" as he
asserts her

abilify to market to popular masses' socialization for compliance with

deficit ideology' (Gorski,2010). Gorski points out that within the propagation of
a U.S. class

mythology, where through socialization, people have conceptualized

notions of "other" in socioeconomic deficit terms; misperceptions about poverty
and low-income people are supported by deficit ideologies. Gorski argues that

Payne's "culfure of poverty" is rooted in deficit ideologies and false stereotypes

of people and students from low-income homes.
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Finally, Gorski concludes his chapter with the challenge to defeat deficit
ideology in others and ourselves. He identifies strategies for defeating deficit
ideology specifically as it manifests within educational discourse related to
dispositions around class and poverty (Gorski, 2010). The first step that Gorski

offers is to "spot it" (Gorski,2010, p.20). He claims that identifying when deficit
ideology is present is key in combating it. Step fwo is reflecting critically on one's
own class socialization. He also states the importance in refusing to locate
problems within the disenfranchised communities cultures. The final strategy is a

commitment and obligation to "teach about economic injustice and poverty" (p.
20).

Celebration of diversity. One general orientation suffounding closing the
'achievement gap'is centered on the premise of celebrating diversity, including
encouraging cross-racial relationships and color-blindness, enhancing experience
and social benefits, and having a diverse sfudent body.

A study conducted by

Unruh & McCord (2010), examined personality traits and beliefs about diversity
among pre-service teachers. According to Unruh & McCord, pre-service teachers'
attitudes towards diversity have been reduced to examining personality traits and

beliefs and are presumed to have measurable outcome towards teacher
effectiveness (Unruh & McCord 2010). The Five Factor Model of personality

(FFM), are believed to provide a widely accepted framework of human individual
differences. The study administered by Unruh & McCord connected all traits

of

the FFM with a scale measuring beliefs about diversity from a sample of pre-

service teachers. The FFM conceives five primary thematic dimensions of one's
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personality, each of which represents a "normally" distributed bipolar trait. The

five dimensions are often represented as letters: E (Extraversion), A
(Agreeableness), C (Conscientiousness), N (Neuroticism), and O (Openness to
Experience).
Results of their study were shown to expose a pattern of statistically

noteworthy and theoretically meaningful relationships connecting beliefs about
diversity and core personality traits of general open-mindedness, liberalism,
sensitivity, and sympathy. It is noted by Unruh & McCord that pre-service
teachers with a tendency of being more open-minded, socially and

politically

liberal, and more sympathetic toward others demonstrate more positive attitudes
about diversity within the school environment.

One limitation noted in the study was the sample size of 53 pre-service
teachers. The limitation of the study not only accounts for the minimal number

of

pre-service teachers that participated, but also the creation and the existence of the

FFM questionnaire itself. Unfortunately, commonly practiced strategies to
addressing equity in education, such as administering the FFM Scale, devising

diversity workshops, and sensitivity training, fundamentally posit an appreciation
for diversity as a legitimate goal. As a society, we've been conditioned to
understand that characteristics synonymous with open-mindedness, liberalism,

sensitivity and sympathy are desirable traits, especially in the field of education.
Most anyone can self-assess with the desire to appear to possess the
qualities for which the or1antzation has deemed most essential to performance.
However, notions

of "teacher

effectiveness" must be rooted in the individual and
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collective awareness of the existence of deeply interrrahzed, unconscious bias and
assumptions held by individuals and systems that maintain and perpefuate a
ractahzed education system. Understanding "Teacher Effectiveness" as anything

but that creates an avenue for a teacher's own conditioning of race and diversiry
to negatively affect students, particularly students of color, as it encourages them

to assimilate to standard norms, code-switching, whereby they adhere to silent
codes of institutional and structural racism, classism and heterosexism (Gorski,
201

l, Sleeter,2002). Self-conceptualized

traits of open-mindedness, liberalism,

sensitivity and sympathy are the backbone of unaccounted for well-intentioned
Whiteness (Apple, 2004). Asking pre-service teachers to rate their racialized
social conditioning, as with the FFM is equivalent to asking a fish to describe
water. It allows Whiteness and majoritarian ideology to persist as the norm and
the universality of truth, while only shedding a dim light on the unique and

diverse background of students (Apple, 2004). An alternative to this is
deconstructing the current pedagogical framework with the goal of reconstructing
one that is inclusive of all diverse voices (Blaisdale, 2006, Apple,2004).

Rampant within educational lingo and discourse around the achievement
gap are buzzwords such as, "accountability", "high expectations", "school

reform" and "data-driven decision-making". These words and phrases and the
collective conceptualization of their meaning are cause for great alarm as they
contradict a paradigm founded in an equity cognitive framework and result in a
misalignment with a commitment to social justice. These particular words are
most notably questionable because belief in their meaning and usage assumes and
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requires unwavering trust that decisions being made by policy-makers and schools

in the name of school reform are racially equitable and fair.
In Michelle Larocque's article, "Closing the Achievement Gap: The
Experience of a Middle School", Florida schools are applauded as having
"reversed negative academic trends" by instituting "leadership, community

involvement, data-driven decision-making and the celebration of diversity"
(Larocque,2010, p. 158). These initiatives required schools to evaluate
educational programs' effectiveness and incorporate statewide objective for
improvement. Florida schools responded to the mandates of No Child Left Behind

(NCLB) through the administering the Florida Comprehensive Achievement Test
(FCAT). As a strategy to "celebrate diversity", they created "Marvelous Movie

Night". Once

a

month, school shows a movie that highlights a particular group's

experience (Larocque, 2010). These shallow attempts indicate that school
personnel are uncertain of the real problem facing students of color. The
celebration of diversity doesn't provide authentic pathways for student of color
towards receiving an equitable education (Gorski,2010). Like most acts of school

reform, the expectations and standards are rarely held in question. The
examination of standards and curriculum, and with btzzwords popular in
education, must be critically examined for their ideological and racial politics.

Any reform presented that fails to carefully consider the intersection of race and
policy

as

it relates to education and place racial equity,

serve to negatively affect students of color.

as its foundation

will only
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Gaining popularity in recent progressive educational milieu and congruent

with current dispositions around approaching the achievement gap is the notion
held by educators of knowing to embrace, or at the very least accept, a

multicultural approach to teaching and learning. However, despite liberal efforts
made to cognitively reframe the ways in which we conceptualize and define the

term "achievement EZp", there is sustained evidence in educator dispositions that
demonstrates a reluctance to move from diversity and deficit paradigms to one

of

equity and multiculfuralism.

Conclusion
In the referenced literature, I have examined commonly held pragmatic
solutions to what has been commonly referred to as the "Achievement Gap." It is
evident in the common narrative surrounding the achievement gap and in current

policy and reform that we no longer frame unequal education

as

resulting from

inherently unjust systems of structural and instirutional racism and white
supremacy, as was the case with racial desegregation during the Civil Rights

Movement. Instead, effons aimed at hypothesizing, analyzing and closing the
achievement gap, including current legislative policy and education reform
movements, serve to perpetuate inequitable educational outcomes. Unforfunately,
the common narrative, including orientation, discourse and strategy surrounding

efforts to "closing the achievement gap", often reflect problematic ideologies such
as a celebration of diversity,

deficit thinking, "Culture of Poverty" mentality, and

Color Blindness to name a few, rather than a critical pedagogical and anti-racist
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paradigm which is critical for creating and providing an equitable education for

all students.
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Methodology
This research was conducted using qualitative methodology. The
qualitative method is an analytical approach examining human phenomena
through social interaction. It involves systematically "watching people in their
own territory" (Kirk and Miller, 1986 p. 9) or speaking with them in depth about

their thoughts and feelings. I utilized a case study approach to conduct this
project. A case study is a descriptive, exploratory analysis of an individual, group
or event in an attempt to identify causations based upon fundamental principles
(Greene and Shepard,2006). Moreover, it can be defined as an "analyses

of

persons, events, decisions, periods, projects, policies, instifutions, or other
systems that are studied holistically by one or more methods" (Thomas, 201 1 p.
17). Data was gathered through field notes, which are o'accounts describing

experiences and observations the researcher has made while participating in an
intense and involved manner" (Emerson, 1995, p.7).

It is important to note that this study explored the topic of perception using
a social psychological approach. This science can be readily defined

by 'human

thought, feeling and behavior as they are influenced by and have influence on
other people (Hogg and Vaughn 2002,p.41). There is a commonality befween

thought and cognition by Hogg and Vaughn which is described to be "mental
activities that mediate between the world out there and what people subsequently

do" (2002, p.41). Specifically, it's the mental process that supports how
individuals interpret their environment and how they act towards that
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interpretation. In addition, Hogg and Vaughn distinguish thought and cognition in
the following way:

Thought is very much the internal language and symbols we use. It is
often conscious, or at least something we are or could be aware of. In
contrast, cognition is largely automatic. We are unaware of it and only

with difficulty notice it, let alone characterize it in language or shared
symbols. Perhaps a useful way to think about cognition is as a computer

program: "it operates in the background to run all the functions of the
computer that we are aware of (Hogg and Vaughan 2002, p. 41)."

It is worth noting that this appeared to be the case with the student
participants interviewed for this project. Responses to interview questions, at
times, appeared to be immediate, rote and instinctive, while at other times,

participant's answers seemingly were more planned and deliberate.

Context and participants. I am a Special Education Reading Teacher at a
public middle school in a large urban district in the Midwest. For the purpose of
this study I will refer to this school as Cleaver Middle School. Cleaver Middle
School is one of six 6-8 middle schools within its district. Cleaver's final

enrollment for the 2013-2014 school year was 779 sfudents, and the reported
demographics were: Native <.7o/o; African AmericanS4o/o; Asian 5o/o;Latrno 8%;
and White 53o/o;

ELL l2%; Special Education

l2o/o and Free/Reduced Lunch

A.to/
+L
/O.

The school states as its philosophy, "since 1958, [Cleaver] Middle School
has been

providing challenging and rewarding experiences for 6th, 7th, and 8th
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grade sfudents. Our goal is that through academic excellence, along with respect,
readiness, and responsibility, students

will

reach their highest potential." The

mission statement, developed out of MYP ideology in201 1 claims that "[Cleaver]

Middle School develops interactive, compassionate, and principled learners who
strive for excellence, embrace differences and act responsibly within our

communities and the world."
Cleaver Middle School is an International Baccalaureate Middle Years
Program (IB MYP), which according to Cleaver's School Improvement Plan
(SIP) "focuses on high academic standards and rigor for all students while
emphasiztng engagement through interdisciplinary and real-world connections".

IB MYP directives require that each school year, all students take classes in the
following eight subject areas: Language Acquisition (French, Japanese and
Spanish), Language and Literature (English), Individuals and Societies (Social
Srudies), Mathematics, Sciences, Arts, Physical and Health Education and Design.

In addition to these IB MYP required classes, Cleaver Middle School also offers
the following electives on a rotation schedule: Band, Choir, Dance, and AVID.
Cleaver Middle School also enrolls students in four support classes:
Readers Workshop,

READ 180, Math Support and Study Hall. Cleaver teachers

and administration use

MCA-IIs and MAP scores, progress reports, quarter

grades, missing work and teacher input to determine which students

will receive

academic interventions through these support classes. Students scheduled for
these intervention classes take their Language and Literature, Individuals and

Societies, Math and Science classes and must substitute Language Acquisition,
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Arts, Physical and Health Education, Design or another elective in order to take
their support class.

Extracurricular. Beyond Academics, Cleaver

also offers students with

few leadership opportunities. These opportunities include participating as Student
Council representatives, Peer Mediators, School Ambassadors, tour guides, and
emcees for school events and 8'h grade graduation. Cleaver also has after school
classes three days/week through the

district's Area Learning Center as well

as

seasonal sporting teams for boys and girls.

Curriculum, Instruction and Assessment. Curriculum and instruction at
Cleaver Middle School are guided by state standards, and units and lessons are
created using both IB

MYP curriculum guides and Focused Instruction curriculum

guides and benchmark assessments. Focused Instruction (FI), sometimes called
aligned instruction or managed instruction, is a standards-based educational
approach to teaching and learning that seeks to align what teachers teach
(standards-based curriculum), with how they teach (instruction) and how they
assess students' learning

in a continuous cycle. For the middle school grades,

Cleaver's school district has created FI curriculum guides and benchmark
assessments for English, Math, Science, Social Studies and Physical Education
and Health as well as Visual Art, Vocal Music, Instrumental Music and Dance for
grades 6th and 7th. FI curriculum, which was developed by cohorts of district
educators, provides teachers with standards-based units that include long-term

learning targets, assessments, instructional considerations, instructional
approaches, and resources. Teachers are expected to follow the Year-at-a-Glance
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and move through the curriculum according to the schedule and calendar dictated

by FI subject guides. State standards for Cleaver Middle School are available for
the areas of Math, Science, Social Studies, English Language Arts and Physical

Education and the Arts, but districts must develop (or adopt) standards for World
Languages, Health and all other elective courses a school or district may offer.

While ongoing formative and summative assessment occurs in each
subject area at Cleaver Middle School, federally mandated legislation requires
that all schools proctor comprehensive assessments yearly for grades 3

-

8 in

Reading and Math, grade 10 in Reading and grade 11 in Math. The state specific
comprehensive assessments are based on the state specific standards and
deterrnine students' academic achievement based on four proficiency levels: does
not meet standards, partially meets standards, meets standards and exceeds
standards, with the intended goal being that all sfudents score at or above
standard. Federal funding for individual schools and districts is tied to these
assessment results. Legislation

from standards-based education reform expects

that yearly progress be made by students in all demographic groups.
Standards-based education, which currently operates as the mode

of

teaching, learning and assessment at Cleaver Middle School and all public K- 12
schools across the nation, is a result of education reform which began in the late
1980s, but whose culrent operations find origin in legislation from the No Child

Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001 (Echevarria, J. et al., 2006,p. 189). Legislation
requires all states to implement subject area and grade level state standards for

Math, Science, Social Studies and Language Arts, though most states also include
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academic standards for elective courses as well. The key components of
standards-based education include: the alignment and integration of curriculum,

instruction and assessment based on state determined educational goals that
decide what students should know and be able to do at various but specific points

in their elementary and secondary education, curriculum and instruction designed

for desired outcome, high stakes accountability for results in reading, math and
science, and high expectations for continued student and school performance, The

Department of Education for the state in which Cleaver Middle School resides
states that the

"K-l2 Academic

Standards define expectations for the educational

achievement of public school students across the state in grades K-12. The
standards and benchmarks are important because they: 1) identify the knowledge
and skills that all students must achieve by the end of a grade level or grade band;

2) help define the course credit requirements for graduation; and, 3) serve as a
guide for the local adoption and design of curricula. Student mastery of the
standards is measured through state and local assessm ents (MDE. (n.d).)"

Special Education and disproportionality. 91 students, which is Il.lo/o
of the total student population at Cleaver Middte School, received special
education services within the school's three special education programs: ASD,
Class and Resource. There were 12 students in the ASD program,23 sfudents in
the CLASS program and 51 students in Resource special education. Of the total

population of sfudents of color at Cleaver, I 7% (62 out of 367) were in Special
Education compared to 7% {29 out of 4I2) for the total population of white
sfudents. The demographics for Special Education are: Asian lYo;Black45%;
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32o and ELL 22%. The current enrollment and

demographics for each special education
program are outlined in the table below.

Table

1

Special Education Demographics, Cleaver Middle School
Total

Male

Female

Asian

Black

Latino

Native

White

Resource

51

37

t4

1

26

J

18

I

ASD
CLASS
Total
Number

t2

10

2

0

-J

J

I

0

8

0

28

17

11

0

I2

13

0

a
J

12

91

64

27

I

4l

t7

3

29

20

a

ELL

of
Students

Source: Yarbrough

The three special education programs at Cleaver serve a total of 91
students.

At Cleaver,

the average amount of time current sfudents in special

education spend in a special education classroom is 360/o of their school day. The
demographics for the percentage of sfudents' school day spent in special
education classrooms are: Asian l4Yo; African American 48o/o; Latino 73%;

Native L9%; White 26%; ELL 68%. The table below shows the number of class
periods and percentages for time spent in special education classrooms compared
to general education classrooms.
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Table 2
Class Period Attendance and Percentages of Time Special Education to General

Education Classrooms

Total

Special

Education

Total

Total

Total

Class
Periods
attended
per 7

Special

general

period
school
duy
including
advisory

Asian
Black
Latino
Native
White

Education

education

class

class

periods
attended
per 7
period
day

periods
attended
per 7
period
duy

I

7

1

6

4I
t7

287

r37

150

119

B7

J

2t

4

203

ELL

29
20

140

Sfudents

62

434

91

777

of Color
Total
(exclusive
of ELL)

oh

o/o

Special
Education
classroom

school
day spent
in general
education
classroom

of day
spent in

of

32

r4%
48%
73%

s2%
27%

T1

t9%

8r%

53

ls2

9s

229

4s
20s

26%
68%
s3%

74%
32%
47%

282

351

36%
Average

64%
Average

B6%

Source: Yarbrough

The Resource program at Cleaver is the largest Special Education program

in the school. At Cleaver, the average amount of time current students in the
Resource program spend in a special education classroom is 26% of their school

day. The demographics for the percentage of students' school day spent in Special
education classroom are: Asian l7%; Black 33%; Latino 3j%; Native lg%;

White 16%; ELL 4l%. The table below shows the number of class periods and
percentages for time spent in special education classrooms compared to general

education classrooms.
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3

Comparison of Time Spent in Special Education to General Education
Classrooms, Resource Program
Resource

Asian
Black
Latino
Native
White

Total

Total number of

Total number

Total

o/o

class periods

of Special

number of
general
education

spent in
Special
Education
classroom

school
day spent
in general
education
classroom

t7%
J7o

83%
67%

33%

6t%

t9%

8t%
84%
s9%
74%
Average

attended per 7

Education

period school
day including
advisory

class periods

attended per 7

class

period day

periods
attended per
7 period day

of

day

I

7

I

6

26

182

60

122

3
18

2t
2t
r26

4
20

106

r6%

ELL

8

56

23

33

4t%

TOTALS

51

3s7

92

265

26%
Average

J

t4

n

(not
including

J

o/o

of

ELL)

Source: Yarbrough

The ASD program at Cleaver serves 12 sfudents, and the average amount

of time current students in the ASD program spend in a special education
classroom is 26% of their school day. The demographics for the percentage

of

sfudents'school day spent in Special education classroom are: Asian 0%; Black

3l%; Latino 29%; Irlative 0%; Whrte2To/o; ELL 0%. The table below shows the
number of class periods and percentages for time spent in special education
classrooms compared to general education classrooms.
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Table 4
Comparison of Time Spent in Special Education to General Education
Classrooms, ASD Program

ASD

Total

Total
number
of class
periods
attended
per 7

period
school
day
including
advisory

Asian
Black
Latino
Native
White

ELL
TOTALS

Total
number
of Special
Education

Total
number

class

education

periods
attended
per 7
period
day

of
general

o/o

of

day

spent in
Special

Education
classroom

class

o/o

of

school
day spent
in general
education
classroom

periods
attended
per 7
period
day

0

0

0

0

0

J

2t

5

16

3I%

69%

1

7

2

5

29%

7t%

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

8

56

1s

4l

27%

t3%

0

0

0

0

0

0

I2

84

22

62

26%
Average

74%
Average

(not
including

ELL)
Source: Yarbrough
The CLASS program, which is housed in two classrooms in the lower
corner of the school, is the most restrictive program at Cleaver and currently
serves 28 students. Every student in the CLASS program spends 86% of their day

(6 out 7 class periods) in a special education classroom. Most of this time is in the

CLASS program classes, however 3 students take 5 classes total in resource
classes as well. The table below shows the number of class periods and
percentages for time spent in special education classrooms compared to general

education classrooms.
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4t
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Comparison of Time Spent in Special Education to General Education
Classrooms, CLASS Program

CLASS

Total

Total
number of

Total
number
of Special
Education

class

periods
attended per
7 period
school day
including
advisory

Asian
Black
Latino
Native
White

ELL
TOTALS

Total
number
of general
education

class

class

periods
attended
per 7
period
day

periods
attended
per 7
period
dav

o/o

o/,

of day

spent in
Special

Education
classroom

of

school
day spent
in general
education
classroom

0

0

0

0

0

0

t2
l3

B4

l2

t2

91

78

L3

86%
86%

r4%
I4%

0

0

0

0

J

2t

18

J

l2

84

72

L2

86%

28

280

240

40

B6%

-l

r't

(not
including
ELL)

0

0

B6%

r4%
r4%
r4%
Average

Average

Source: Yarbrough

Staff and demographic discrepancies. The staff at Cleaver Middle
School is comprised of

I Principal,

1

Assistant Principal, 1 Administrative TOSA

(Teacher on Special Assignment), 2 Social Workers,

Bilingual Program Aid,

1 Speech

Pathologist,

I

School Psychologist, I

I School Nurse, 1 Minneapolis

Police School Resource Officer,37 General Education Teachers, 6 Special
Education Teachers, 4 Deans, and 5 Special Education Associate Educators. The
demographics for all student-related staff are: Asian l.6Yo; African American

l9%; Latino 0%; Native \Yo; Pacific Islander I.6% and White

78.BYo. There are 5

staff members that are fluent in Spanish and Somali (the home languages that are
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most common among families whose home language is not English. 1 staff
member is bilingual in Somali and English and 4 staff members (2 general
education teachers,

I dean and I

social worker, that are bilingual in Spanish and

English. The table below organizes the staff by race and employment role.
Table 6
Staff by Race and Employment Role
Administration

Race

(totals)

- Principal
- Assistant
Principal

Genera
I Ed.
Teache

Special
Ed.
Teache

rS

rS

- Admin. TOSA

School-Wide
Support Staff
- Social Worker
- Psychologist
- Deans
- Bilingual Program

Special Ed. Support

Staff
- Social Worker

Related
Services

Support Staff

- Paraprofessionals
Speech/Langua

ge Pathologist

Aid
- School Resource

Office
Asian(1)

0

1

0

0

0

African

I

i

J

5

.L

0

0

0

0

0

0
0

0

U

0

0
0

2

36

3

3

0

I

0

0

+
n

0

3

39

6

8

6

I

0
n

American(1
2)

Latino(0)
Native
American(0
)

White(49)
Pacific

I

Islander( I )

TOTAL
(63)

Source: Yarbrough

Administration. There are three administrators at Cleaver Middle School.
The demographics for the administration are: Asian 0%; African American33o/o;

Latino 0%; Native

0o/o;

Pacific Islander 2.6% and White

660/o.

General Education Classroom Teachers. There are 39 general education
classroom teachers at Cleaver Middle School. The demographics for general
education teachers are: Asian 2.6%; African American 2.6%; Latino 0%; Native
0o/o;

Pacific Islan der 2.6oh and White

g2o/o.

Special Education Teachers. Amongst the three special education
programs, there are a total of 6 special education classroom teachers. There arc 3
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I ASD teacher.
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The demographics for

special education teachers are: Asian \Yo; African American 50o/r'; Latino 0%;

Native 0o/o;Pacific Islander 2.7oh and White 50o/o, At Cleaver, all three of the
Resource teachers are African American. The three teachers in CLASS and ASD
are White,

Support Staff. The support staff at Cleaver Middle School works with the
administration and the teachers to monitor and manage the behavior, academics
and attendance of all students in both general and special education. The four
grade level deals play a vital role in the support staff team as they work most

directly with students in these abovementioned areas, though behavior support
accounts for the majority of their of their daily responsibility.

Referral, Removal, Suspension Ilata and Disproportionality
Behavior and discipline data for Cleaver Middle School reports that for
the current2013-2014 school year, there have been a total of 668 infractions that
have resulted in formally reported disciplinary action. Formally reported

disciplinary actions include referrals, removals and suspensions. Referrals are
documents written and submitted to the grade level dean any time sfudents are

removed from class for behavior that does not result in a removal or suspension.

A removal is a discipline action that results in students being removed from
instruction and sent home for one or less than one school day. Suspensions are
removals from instruction that last two days or more. The table below organizes

discipline data by demographics.
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Table 7

Discipline Data by Student Demographics
#of

#of

students

students

at

Cleaver

receiving
infractions

39

4

o/o

of

To

of

school
population

demographic
group
receiving

.s%

t0%

Referrals
# and
(%)

Removals
# and (%)

4

0

(.7%)

Q%\

389

80

06%\

(7e%)

Suspensions
# and (%)

Days
removed

0

0

infraction
Asian

African
American
Latino

263
59

lil
9

White

412

38

Native

6

1

Students

367

125

t4%
1%

4.8%

lrA
16%

42%
15%
9%

17%

34%

of Color
Special

91

5t

4.7%

4t%

ELL
Totals

92

779

32
163

4%

21%

(0%)

41

l3

3

(2.s%)

(3%)

r03

l5

(20%)

(12%\

t2l

(7s%)

fi2%\

o

(0%)

l

(20%)

3

(s%)

J

(t.7%)
l

3

J

(.s%)

(3%\

409

75

(80%\

(8s%)

40
(24%)
3

(1.7%\

44

36

(36%)

3s%

ll1

20

(20%\

N/A

(22%)
512

(80%)

12',7

(76%\

t2

151

(2e%)

Ed

(0%)

(22%)

6l
(37%)

r0

(18%)

43

(26%)

101

J)

t6't

Source: Yarbrough
For the 2013-2014 school year, there were a total of

5

1

2 referrals,

10 I

removals and 55 suspensions. The infraction types and number of associated
incidents include assault, bullying, disruptive/disorderly/insubordination, fighting,
harassment, illegal drugs, pyrotechnics, theft, threat/intimidation,

vandalism/property related, verbal abuse and weapon.
Data shows that there exists a significant disproportionality for discipline
actions carried out against Students of color at Cleaver Middle School. Students

of color comprise 47% of the total student population yet receive B0% of the total
referrals, Sloh of removals and 80% of suspensions. African Americans are the
demographic group most adversely affected by this disproportionality. African
Americans make tp 34o/o of the total sfudent population and yet in each of the

discipline categories, comprise at least 75% of the infractions. 121 out of 167, or
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72.504, of the days removed are experienced by African Americans. 611167, or

37% of the days removed are experienced by Special Education Classes.

In summary, this action research project offers to address how students'
perceptions of their learning environment is developed in response to the
subjective construction the educational institution and its day-to-day operation.
This project is supported by the use of qualitative research methodology to make
meaning and to form a more comprehensive understanding of how students
perceive their educational setting,

Participants. The three participants in this srudy consist of students
receiving special education services. Participants were provided with a consent
form as evidence for their involvement. Due to the ages of my participants,
permission was obtained in the form of their parents' consent and the participants
assent.

All participants were involved in a six-week process of weekly

observations and audio taped interviews. Pseudonyms have been used to conceal
the identiry of the participants, as well as changes to identifying information

of

the school district and school personnel.

Marcus. Marcus is an African American eighth grade student at Cleaver
Middle School. He has received special education services since spring 201 1 in
the area of reading, mathematics and social and study skills under the educational

disability of

Strndents lr{eeding

Alternative Placement (SNAP). SNAP is

considered a non-categorical special disability service. Marcus receives federal

setting

II level of special education services which constitutes

a student receiving

no more that 60 percent of their school day within a special education classroom.
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Marcus shares that he enjoys school because he gets to see his friends and his

girlfriend. He enjoys basketball and music and wants one day to rap and produce
music as a career. Marcus states that he is not good at test taking and that he
sometimes gets into trouble for "playing around" and for having his pants sag.
School reports show that he has been on the B honor roll since he's started his
eighth grade year.

Brianna. Brianna is an African American eighth grade student. She has
received special education services since spring 2009, mostly in a self-contained
classroom due to reported academic concerns. During the school year 2013-2014,
Brianna has received reading special education services outside the self-contained
classroom, but within the special education resource classroom for 2.5 years.
Brianna states she enjoys school because she gets to see her friends. She says she
likes English Strategies class because "in there we get to talk about race." She
also enjoys music and fashion. Brianna states that she finds her teachers and the
subjects of math and science most

difficult, Brianna is part of the CLASS

program, a self-contained classroom to address her academic concerns. This
means Brianna receives special education and related services outside the general

education classroom for more than 60 percent of the school day. She receives one
general education class, which is a health class elective that is on a rotation
schedule with Physical Education. Though Brianna shares the same lunch period
as other general education students

in her grade, she is required to sit at the same

lunch table with the same classmates that attend her same special education
program. There are four floors within the school building. Three of the four floors
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consist of classrooms. The basement floor does not have classrooms and consists

of only the school gymnasium. The self-contained special education classroom
that Brianna attends is on the ground floor and is completely separate from the
other classrooms where other students generally socialize. As part of Brianna's
school duy, she transitions between three different classrooms. All three
classrooms are housed in the same hallway, right next to each other. In observing

Brianna during transition times, she often utilizes the hallways significantly
distant from her program's classroom area even in instances when her next class
is approximately forty feet from her previous one.

Adrian. Adrian is a seventh grade student attending the same middle
school as Brianna and Marcus and also has the educational disability label, ShlAP.

Adrian receives part of his schooling within the resource setting but receives
federal setting I level of services which equates to a maximum 20% of his school
day within a special education classroom. Adrian states he enjoys playing with his
friends, elecffonics and running around outside. He says he tries hard in school

but says sometimes his mom needs to help him remain focus on school. Adrian

originally received special education services for reading, writing and math.
However, he now only receives special education services for study skills, which
is a classroom to improve study habits and complete school assignments. Adrian
states that the hardest thing about school is science and taking tests.

Data Collection. Participants were asked various questions about their
educational and social experiences at school. Their individual and collective
responses, answers, feelings, thoughts about their learning environment and
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behaviors within in it were used as evidence to support how the student
participants perceived their experience within the educational setting. Social
psychologists think of perceptions in relation to 'impressions' or 'construal' of
people, events or circumstances by an individual or a group (Schwartz,2006). It

involves "how people mentally construe each other's behaviors (Trope & Gaunt,
2001, 176). This analysis on perception is particularly useful because to perceive
(inequalities) involves recognition and evaluation. It requires individuals to draw
upon their experiences, beliefs, judgments, understanding and values related to

quality (Han, Janmaat, Hoskins & Green,2012). This was the foundation of this
research project. Examining how students perceive their educational environment

provided key information on what factors students used to perceive their own
sense

of feeling engaged, honored and empowered, to utilize their knowledge and

take risks as learners, as well as what factors contributed to any feelings

of

disengagement, rejection and apathy through receiving their education.
The case study consists of 2 males and

I

female, ranging from ages l1-13.

Participant observations of the students were conducted in the student's general
education classes, during 2nd and 5th periods of the school day. In addition, I 5-20
minutes weekly interviews with the participants were conducted inside the special
education classroom. Conducting this research through a phenomenological
perspective (Leady & Ormrod, 2001) provided insight on how individuals
understand their subjective reality. The interviews were audio-taped with the
participants during the students' lunch and recess. Participants did not miss
classroom instructional time to participate in the research project. Convergent and
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divergent questions were used (Mi11s, 2007). Utilizing this method of questioning
allowed me to use both open-ended and closed questions.

Data Analysis. Through observations, fields notes and case study
interviews each participant would involve a cyclical process of finding specific
information. Once all data is collected, it is then coded and examined for
emerging patterns and themes. Coding refer to markings arising from the data.

With these codes arise concepts from which theory is comprised (Glaser &
Strauss 1967). Themes arising from the study are linked to current literature on

how the systematic operation of the institution of education leads and supports
students' perceptions of their learning environment.

All forms of data obtained

during the study provided an analytic scope to better understand how students
perceptions of themselves (i.e. strengths, weakness) within the context of school
is in response to how educators and policymakers outline what knowledge is and
what it means to receive an education. Alternative accounts and explanation and

interpretation of data will be considered.
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Findings
In this chapter, which details the findings from the sfudent participant
interviews, four main themes are discussed. The first theme is perceptions of
educational inequalities in the special education setting, the second is academic
standards, curriculum and perceptions of educational experience including the

perceived lack of consideration of students' interests and strengths. The third
theme centers on the theme of Deficit Ideology and perceptions of educational
experience, specifically the internalization of taught inadequacies. Finally, the

fourth theme revolves around students'perceptions of the purpose and outcome of
education and how schooling serves as conditioning students for consumerism
and a capitalist agenda.

o'All we do is use hooks. We don't ever
do projects like the other

classes...": Perceptions of educational inequalities in special educational
settings. Student participants were interviewed about how they perceived the
quality of their education. They were asked how they measured the quality and
equality of their education. All three student participants perceived their quality
and fairness of their education in three divergent degrees. These differing degrees,

correlated with the degree of participation in non-restrictive settings; the more

time students spend in restrictive educational setting, the less content they are

with the quality and fairness of their education.
Adrian, who is in grade seven and placed in

a resource program, attends

one special education class a day. He spends five of the six class periods in

general educational settings with students who receive mainstream curriculum
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and instruction. In a recent IEP meeting, teachers spoke about Adrian's current

standing. Teachers described Adrian as, "smart", "polite", "nice" and "caring." In
the past school year, Adrian made the B Honor Roll. Adrian expressed his

thoughts on the quality of his education by stating:

"I think I'm learning

a

lot. I

know the language now and do things just as fast as everyone else. Oh, and I

it...I'm getting better

should know

score on my math now"

Adrian's response to the quality of his education speaks to how he
perceives his ability to find success within the mainstream curriculum. Adrian
spoke about his educational experience in elementary school.
language that

"I didn't know the

well [or what the teacher was talking about] when I first came here.

I got better in third grade and started liking school. Like before then, I didn't
know a lot and I looked at others learning stuff a lot."

Adrian is referring to the fact that he and his family migrated here from
Ethiopian when he was in kindergarten. "I just watched a lot, trying to learn what
to do but now I know." Adrian also spoke about the level of engagement within
the subjects.

"I especially like Humanities and ELA (English Language Arts). I

like Humanities and history interesting, the way we learn about it. I got to
research Booker T Washington and stuff like that.

Mr. [Thomas] always shows

videos. He makes it fun"
When asked about times if he disagrees with any information he is learning in the
classroom or perceives there to be any inequalities within his schooling, Adrian
again spoke about the time when his family first moved to the United States and
had to learn a new culture. He shares:
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I didn't like not knowing what to do when I first got here. I like doing
good in school. I got a new IPhorre and you saw my headphones, Mr.

Yarbrough, I got for doing good at school.
Marcus, who is considered a level setting II, receives special education
services for three class periods. He receives special education services for math,
reading and study skills and receives general education Humanities, Science and
an Elective (guitar). Marcus had a much different perception on the qualify of his

education than Adrian. Marcus spoke about his experience in relation to the

quality of his education and any criticism he had of it. He often highlighted how
he perceived the difference between his special education classes and his general

education ones. He states:

I like some of my classes...like reading

and math. You and Ms. [Jones]

teach us things that we don't learn in other classrooms. I use that

stuff

sometimes. I don't know why we don't learn more of that. I kinda like the
other classes too but you know how it is. Here we do stuff.
Brianna who receives all of her education within a special education
setting seemed to have a significant amount more of criticism about the quality
and equiry of educational experiences. Brianna explains:

I don't feel anyway about school. I don't even wanna come to school. We
do the same stuff everyday. It's boring. It's like they think I can do

nothing. I can't wait till high school. My mom said I'm gonna only have
special ed. reading, I think next year.

In observing Brianna during transition times, she often utilizes the hallways
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significantly distant from her program's classroom area even in instances when
her next class is approximately forty feet from her previous one. When asked

about why she does this, Brianna said,

"I don't like always being over there. It's

like they don't trust us or think we can't do what the other kids do. I wanna be
able to see other people too." Brianna's responds with annoyance and frustration.

"Do what the other kids do.", reveals not only the feeling of exclusion that
Brianna experiences by being part of the restrictive programming, but also her
frustration being physical separated from her same age peers. Brianna shared that
her teachers thought that her current school day adequately addressed her needs
and expressed this opinion to her and her classmates all the time.

Brianna explained that she felt that she could be successful in the general
education classes. She stated that she regularly asks questions when she is having

difficulty learning. According to her, "I

can

just stay after for help or ask my mom

for help when at home. It's not that hard to ask for help. I don't know, so what?
What' s the difference."
Participants asked if there were differences between being the general
education classroom and special education classroom, Brianna stated:
Other students get to do stuff, like science projects. I don't even get
science but when

I did, it was from

a

book. I've been doing this since the

sixth grade. It's boring. I'm with the same people all the time. We get tired

of each other.
Brianna reiterated this sentiment throughout her participation of this project. Her
sentiments were epitomized in her response when asked about times she's
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particularly excited about school. She states: "When we get to go places, like on

field trips. But like today we had the tornado drill and we were able to go to
another room with the other students."
She spoke about times throughout the day and in the past when she was

not given access or an opporfunity to access the mainstream educational
experience. "Like one time, Mr. Anders was here and he didn't have a sub so we

all had to go into Mr. Wilson's (a general ed teacher) for almost the whole day. It
was fun and I was able to do it. I even raised my hand." Her response reveals that
her brief encounters accessing mainstream education or socializing with general
education students her same age were purely circumstantial or accidental. Brianna
$

was not able to recall a time within the last three years when her teachers planned

any inclusive school experiences with students from the general education class.
She comments,

"I've always

been in there since I came to this school. It wasn't

like that in fifth grade. I remember."
Furthermore, Brianna's reflection showed that while meeting her
educational and social potential are the goals of her and her classmates, there
appears to be a significant discrepancy between how Brianna perceives her
academic potential and how school personnel perceive her potential, and in furn

plan for her educational programming. Brianna shares, "I guess they think that
this is better for me. I don't see how. I learned all this stuff last year. I just gets

old."
Marcus and Adrian addressed how they felt being labeled "special Ed."
and having to take different classes, "sometimes it bothers me. Like when
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students ask about what I do in here", stated Adrian. Marcus echoed this

sentiment as well, 'oA lot of my friends are in those classes with me but sometimes
students ask me which reading or math teacher

I got." Marcus is speaking to the

level of embarrassment he feels when he has to explain to peers that he attends

a

special education class. The findings in this theme speak to the way in which
increased inclusion into mainstream educational settings resulted in improved
student perceptions of their education, specifically with regards to educational

equity and equality.
"'W'e never learn about things

I'm into...we just mostly learn about

stuff they want us to learn"
Academic standards and the lack of consideration of students'
interests and strengths. The second theme included in these findings that
emerged during the interview process revealed an inverse relationship between

the academic standards and curriculum offered to students and the genuine
consideration of students' strengths and interests.
The three participants were asked about their interests and strengths.

Brianna stated that she was interested and enjoyed singing, "the Arts", dancing,
drawing and music. Marcus said his interests were "basketball and fashion", and

Adrian stated his interests were soccer, drawing and "building stuff'. The
participants were then asked to recall times during the school day or classes that
encouraged and catered to their interests or fostered fuither developed of their

mentioned strengths. Brianna's response suggested that she found the question
amusing. She smirked and said:
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They don't really care about that. They care about grades and test.s and
sfuff and my reading and math scores. Sometimes we talk about ourselves
and what we're into during Advisory time when we do 'shares', but most

of the day is just school time. . .I guess, Mr. Mac plays the guitar in class
sometimes...but he never plays songs I like.
Brianna also recalled an after-school class she attended the previous
school year where she states:

I had a lot of fun because we did stuff that I am good at and that I'm
interested in. It was after school. None of the things we talked about or
things we did in [the after school class] we ever did in the normal
duy. . ..We got to be really good at something and show people I go to

school with and my teachers things that mattered to me and things that I
was in to and good at. We got to write and perform, but [the teacher] said
she wasn't going to have

it anymore.

Brianna is referring to a class she participated last year but was informed
the teacher who offered the class would not be able to continue teaching it,
because she did not have time anymore. Her remarks imply an understanding
the discrepancy that exists between what

of

if offered to her during her regular

school day and what she enjoys doing and learning about and what she perceives
her strengths to be. Brianna's responses initially indicated a tone of forced
acceptance but as she continued to talk there were expressions of indignation and

frustration that her school didn't incorporate things she was connected with and
good at. Similar sentiments but seemingly less frustration was offered by Adrian.
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not just soccer and art. I like building and

making things too. I know I can't just take art all duy, and I know I have to learn
all this stuff, but..."
Marcus responded to the question by stating "Obviously we don't have a
class on fashion. That's not what school's about." When asked to explain what he

understood school to be about, Marcus replied:

You know, it's about learning math and science sfuff and reading and

writing. We gottta know serious stuff, like history which is cool
sometimes. The classes are the same it's just different and harder

information and stuff we gotta do...The stuff we learn in class is kinda
boring. I mean, some days there's interesting things and some classes are
better than others...like

[ifl

you have Mr. West, then it's cool.

Marcus' answer to this question was noticeably longer than many of his
ANSWEIS

to other questions asked. Marcus also made a point to say, "not many boys like
fashion, but I do. I've always cared what kind of shoes I got on and stuff. I just

like to look nice." Marcus went on to state that he will learn more about fashion
"when I get older."
The participants all expressed that they did not view their educational
setting to be a place where their interests and strengths were being actively
addressed during their school day. According to Burnard (1999), a statement he
made regarding the value of student choice, "students might not only choose what

to study, but how and why that topic might be an interesting one to study"

STUDE}{T PERCEPTIONS OF EDUCATIONAL EXPERIENCE

s8

(Burnard, t999,p.2a\. He continues by stating that "students' perceptions of the
world were important, that they were relevant and appropriate" to their learning
process (p. 2a5). The participants revealed that their individualism and unique
strengths and interests are not considered in the curriculum and that the

official

knowledge that they are required to learn does not speak to their intrinsic desires
to learn what is of interest to them.

"[ didn't

even know

I was bad at reading until my teacher told me I

had to go into a small class..."

How students internaltze a deficit ideology of their schooling. A third
theme that developed out of the interviews showed how students understand

themselves as inadequate and isolated in Special Education as a result of their

schools' deficit ideology approach of their academic ability.
Participants were asked about the first time they remember having
academic struggles at school.

All

three participants responded to the question by

referencing that their knowledge of their academic struggles were not learned and
understood empirically but rather told to them by a teacher or staff member of the
school who compare them and their "academic achievement" or performance to
others the same age. Adrian states,

"I kind of thought I was good at reading.

When I was little, I read to my little brother all the time."
Marcus offered his experience and feelings about being perceived to need
more help learning in school:

I know I won't be in Special Ed classes forever, but I have to take them
now because sometimes it's flearning] tough [I] don't want to be in these
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I mean I like the teachers and some of my friends are in here too,

but I'd rather just be in all the normal classes, you know. They think I
need to keep taking this reading class though, and my mom does too, so I
have to stay in it.

Marcus's explanation reveals a discontent but acceptance of his schooling.
He also reveals an internalization of being seen as inadequately performing in
school. He states:

I don't think about it all the time, but sometimes I get kinda upset that
school is different for me than most of the kids in the school. I don't think

I struggle

a lot, but

I know I need extra help sometimes in some classes.

Brianna recalls one of her earliest experiences in kindergarten when she
had to stay after school to receive additional academic support. She recalls:
I just really only remember being in the room and doing math. I think I

was there for like an hour or something...My mom made me stay after
because she said the teacher said I was behind and needed extra help to
catch up.

I didn't think I was slow or anything, but after that I got scared

to answer questions because I thought the teacher didn't think I was smart.
Brianna could not recall her kindergarten teacher's name or what she
looked like, just the memory of staying after school when her peers were going
home and the feelings of inferiority that that experience evoked. She said, "When

I was the only one of my friends that had to stay after, I didn't like it." Brianna
continued to address how she experiences school as a result of academic
deficiencies. "They are always telling us what our score on the math and reading
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My teachers say that if I

do better then I don't have to stay in [the CLASS program], but
have to stay in
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if I don't then I

it." Brianna is not alone in experiencing the deficit ideology

projected onto her by the educational system. A11 participants demonstrate

a

degree of internalization of the way the system has identified and labeled their

deficiencies and inadequacies and the subsequent isolation in special education.

"I think it's important
Then

I'll

so

I

can get a good paying job when

I'm older.

be glad I went to school"

Students Perceptions on the Purpose of Education. The final theme
discussed in this chapter revealed participants' concepfualization of the purpose
and outcome of their education. Their perceptions reveal a deep assumed

connection between education and capitalist and materialist benefits.
Participants were asked questions pertaining to how they perceived the

quality and the relevance of their public school education. They were first asked
to envision themselves as an adult and to describe "happiness". Adrian defined a
happy life by, "having things." He went on to say, "You have to know the
language...I would want a nice house, having lots of money and keeping a good
paying job to buy things." Adrian was asked

if a happy life consisted of anything

else, and to that question he stated, "that was

it". When offered alternatives

and

additional characteristics of a happy life such as love for learning, physical health,
thinking and living independently, having a loving support system, pursuing your
interests and experiencing the joy of living, Adrian quickly responded by stating
his seemingly obvious agreement and offered an additional response by stating
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that these mentioned characteristic of happiness were very important to him but
he had not thought about them when he was first asked to describe a happy life.

Marcus also responded to the question about describing the elements of a happy
adult life by addressing the importance of having a "nice job, having a nice house
and buying stuff." When Marcus and Brianna were offered the exact same

alternatives and additional elements of a happy life (love for learning, physical
health, thinking and living independently, having a loving support system,
pursuing your interests, experiencing the joy of living), they appeared to reveal
the same level of agreement, with Brianna adding,

"yea,having fun with my

friends too and singing."
The participants were asked to address whether or not they thought their
education fostered a path towards having a happy adult life ,which they spoke
about earlier.

Adrian stated that he thought it did. He explained, "like when you're at a
store, or work there.

..you'll know how much money to give back." Earlier in the

interview process, Adrian spoke about characteristics of a happy life being
associated with having "lots of money", dtheme that seems to reappear in his
response to this question. Marcus' response about his education fostering a path

towards huppy adult life seemed to reflect a similar understanding and theme
consumption. He said, "cause when I buy my house,

of

I'll know where everything

is." Briatlna, once again appearing dissatisfied with her education, responded to
the question stating, "Teachers don't talk about

school to what your dreams are."

it like that, they don't connect
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Student participants were also asked to assess the quality of their

education by rating it on a scale from 1-10; with a score of

I reflecting the lowest

quality and 10 being of the highest. Marcus and Adrian provided a relatively high
score, with the exception of Brianna who rated the qualify of her education

al4.

Adrian and Marcus both rated the quality of their education a 9. Adrian stated
that, "it's gonna help me in the future. I'11 know a lot and be able to get anything I

want" The participants were also asked what criteria they used to assess the
quality of their education. Adrian responded to the question by stating, "Because I
get my work done and

it helps me learn things faster and cause I got on the B

honor roll last quarter." Adrian's response to the question appeared to reflect an
assessment of his education based on speed of task completion and his willingness

and efforts to maneuver within the education system, rather than an assessment

of

its overall quality. Marcus answered the question in regard to future employment,
"Cause once I get out,

I'll know what to do and be able to fill out a job

application." Marcus' answer appears to require a significant degree of patience
and belief in his schooling whereby he reveals the conceptualized assumption that

his education will eventually become meaningful, rather than assessing his
education as it is currently. Brianna addressed the question by saying, "Teachers

don't give us all the information." She continued by saying, "They don't think we
get it cause we're in special ed." Throughout the interview process, Brianna

regularly shared her frustration with being placed in a restrictive special education
program. She often talked about feeling excluded, bored and unchallenged by her
teachers. This is evidence again that both Adrian and Marcus appear to reflect

STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF EDUCATIOI{AL EXPERIENCE

63

upon their educational experiences differently than Brianna; Brianna being rnuch
more critical of her current educational experience in regard to what outcomes
and consequences

All

it may have for her as an adult.

three participants'perceptions and reflections of their educational

experiences were similar in some ways but also appeared to differ drastically
based on their degree of participation within the special educational setting.

It is

often said that life is subjective. Who are we to challenge Marcus', Adrian's or
Brianna's perception of their learning environment? But one must also ask how
much information he has to make critical meaning of his social world in the way
that he does. When exploring the perceptions of the participants it is important to
explore what factors individuals use to form their perceptions. Their placement in
special educational settings, grade-level standards, the projected inadequacies
established by these standards and the school system, and the means of education

to achieve happiness through capitalist or materialist gains all appeared to be

significant factors used by Marcus, Adrian and Brianna to perceive their
strengths, weaknesses and the role of the education system.

STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF EDUCATIONAL EXPERIEhICE

64

Conclusions and Recommendations
Much of the national discourse and action in education, specifically
student success and achievement, centers on quantitative datathat attempts to
measure students' learning and knowledge. Data trends, specifically from state
standardtzed tests, seem to serve as the absolute means by which to construct

meaning and understand how a child is performing. As a result, data-driven
practices, policies and reforrn are implemented that directly and adversely affect
sfudents, and,

I argue, serve to perpetuate racralized disparities and inequitable

outcomes.

Students' schooling and their educational experiences, including their
perceptions of self within the context of school, are greatly affected by these
trends, as policy makers assert greater control over curriculum, identify what
constitutes as "official knowledge" and define what it means to receive an
education. Schools'respond to this and label students in terms of ability, modify

curriculum content and alter class schedules in order to yield improved results.
The impact these policies have on our youth, both individually and collectively,
are extremely consequential and greatly and negatively impact their conditioning
and perceptions. For students of color, this is particularly dangerous because

it

reinforces hegemonic dominant ideology, through homogenizing and
standardizing curriculum, identifuing dominant experience and perspective as

truth and ultimately excluding the voices of people of color. If we as a nation are
to truly value the education of all sfudents, wB must approach discourse around
the achievement through a race-centered lens, Failure to do so allows for the
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dominant perspective to go unchallenged and as a result continues to silence the
voices and dismiss the experience of our historically marginalized students.

Conducting this research through a qualitative approach allowed me to
analyze, in multifaceted form, the ways in which various students are affected

disparately by the numerous but related phenomena (whiteness, "achievement

gap" narrative, standards-based reform, maj oritarian curriculum, dominant
ideology, etc.), embedded within our current educational system. Utilizing

a

phenomenological approach with convergent and divergent questioning, I was
able to gather information on participants' perceived experiences, understandings
and relationships with the themes of this study, offering insight on how

individuals understand and navigate their subjective realities. This type of
research allowed me to explore the complexity of the issue and the actual lived
experiences of students affected by systemic response to widespread racial

discrepancies in our schools and the current nature of our compulsory public
education system, specifically with regards to special education.
The four themes introduced in Chapter 4 reveal the consequences

of

systemic responses as they highlight the experiences of sfudents who have been

identified as performing inadequately to the accepted set of standards that serve
the

official knowledge of our public school system.
Perception of educational inequalities in special educational settings.

The language offered by the three participants as related to this first theme,
demonstrates a relationship between the level of restrictiveness of the special

education program and the students' perceived quality of education. The two

as
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conclude a more favorable and fair perception of their education. This is in
contrast to Brianna's perceptions, who is in the most restrictive setting. When
sfudents are perceived as incapable of receiving their education in the general

education classroom, the isolation that occurs exists beyond the physical setting.
Sfudents' awareness of their exclusion breeds sentiments of inferiority and

inequality as they witness themselves as having less access to what their other
classmates experience.

Academic standards and the lack of consideration of students'
interests and strengths. Students perceptions of self and their schooling
experience, as outlined in the Findings' second theme, consider their own
personal interests and strengths as they assess the degree to which their

individualism is included into both their day to day experiences as well as the
larger scope of their prescribed education. As education reform moves further
towards a standardization of curriculum based on an ever-homogenizing set of

knowledge and subjects, sfudents creative and unique strengths and interests fail
to be considered and honored in the classroom. This is problematic for many
reasons, but the exclusion of diverse knowledge and experiences not only
alienates certain students and forces them to chose to assimilate to the systemic
standards or risk academic and social consequences, but also does nothing to
encourage sfudents' perceptions of success in school.

lnternalization of taught inadequacies. The interviews highlighted in
this section demonstrate the internalization of being perceived as inadequate by u
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system and institution that carries with it much weight and social influence.
Students are assessed based on arbitrary standards and constructed knowledge and

if

and when they don't perform to those standards they are taught that they are

inferior. The isolation from general curriculum and the continuous placement in
special education reinforces ideologies of inferiority and can be detrimental to a
student's development and perception of self and school. With the "achievement
gap" and related reform initiatives continuing to monopolize discourse around

educational equity, students' internaTtzationof inadequacies, as taught to them by
the schools, grows.

Perceptions of Purpose of Education. The comments from the
participants reveal students' perceptions of the purpose of their education and
demonstrate the common narrative that accompanies common educational

ideology. Students' perceptions show an internalization of the relationship with
school and capitalism, as well as the lack of holistic teaching and learning.

Through their interviews, sfudents demonstrated their beliefs about education, in
both general and personal terms. Void from their experiences and perceptions
were understandings of education as a means for individual transformation,

liberation, social and racial justice, spiritual and personal growth. And while
perhaps there is not a consensus amongst educational and curriculum theorist as

what the purpose of education is, the participants interviews reveal a strong

relationship between receiving and education in order to participate in a capitalist
agenda.
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Recommendations

l. After dismantling the current system: The idea of exclusion manifests
itself in every area of society. Governors, policymakers and school officials are
byproducts of a history and school system that examines society and perceives its
strengths, concerns and needs within a single-looping model, equating to putting
out a grease fire with water, rather than challenging dominant approach of using
grease to boil water. Policymakers must not attempt to

fix people but rather

dismantle a educational systems that creates, functions to perpetuate predictable
outcome inequality.
2. After dismantling the current system: Policymakers and school officials
must provide and educational institution that caters to the shengths and interests

of all members of society by listening to the historically silenced and oppressed,
rather than attempting to converge ideas or cater to those residing within the

dominant ideology.
3. After dismantling the current system: Policymakers and school officials
must not put any unifying system of standard in place. It must be replaced with an
autonomous, individualistic; independent of others collective perception. It must
be a freeing and liberating standard where all students, along with their caregivers

independently determine their own strength and interest to contribute towards
advancing society to where it becomes the job of the school and school personnel

to help foster and cultivate,
4. After dismantling the current system: Lastly, as part of all students'
education, the school system must provide a deep and complete explanation of
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history and the relationship between capitalism and all American institutions,

particularly education. Curriculum must be recreated to teach students how
instifutions work together to create a culture of hegemony that nafuralizes systems
of power that bread oppression. Unless we reimagine compulsory education and
mass instruction as transformative and truly liberating rather than existing for

specific social, political and economic functions, than any work, even educational
equity will just result in sacrificing one form of oppression over another?
Capitalism simply cannot sustain itself. If we keep trying to address its oppression
under the same tenets, ideas, consciousness, and paradigm it took to create it then
we

will never succeed in dismantling inequitable and unjust systems

and

instirutions. Capitalism IS oppression. The new narrative must be this: human
beings are not on earth to become employers and consumers so until our

collective consciousness addresses this, out of our solutions will grow new
manifestations of oppression, including within the system of education.
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Reflection
Since its conception, there has been a long-standing debate within the field

of public education about the goal and purpose of compulsory public schooling.
Wikipedia defines education as "a form of learning in which the knowledge,
skills, and habits of a group of people are transferred from one generation to the
next through teaching, training, or research." This is the fundamental problem

of

the United States education system. When we take into consideration history,
dominate ideology, power, and race we have a recipe for failure. Social

stratification is inevitable. The "achievement gap" just like all social constructs
exists due to many individuals acting towards its conception. The achievement
gap

will only dissolve when,

as a society, our goal is to nurture our holistic being

through transformative teaching, independent of created social construct.
The purpose of this study and the process involved in conducting this
research was to explore the ways in which students interpret and intern alize their

education, particularly in the wake of reform movements that have homogenized
the curriculum and excluded students based on established standards and
constructed academic achievement. Though not originally specifically approached
though a racialized lens, this process led me to question and acknowledge the
ways in which students, particularly students of color, extract and contest

knowledge from their schooling in order to make meaning of their social realities
and develop perceptions of their social and academic selves.

As I reflect on this process, my interest and inquiry between the
relationship of students' perception of their schooling and race has grown. As I
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consider the multiple intersecting theories that emerged in my review of literature
and the personal experiences, observations, teachings and learning that

accompanied this process, I am led to ask more a developed question: what it is

like to be a student of color within the current state of education in an era of
color-blindness, where whiteness, dominant ideology and the hidden curriculum

of hegemony serve as the pervasive and seemingly unnoticed or invisible mode of
operation?
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